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Analysis of English Language Test Tasks
for Seventh-and Eighth-Graders in Serbia According to Bloom's Taxonomy Tatjana Glušac   1 Introduction As is the case in many other countries, critical thinking is one of the educational priorities in Serbia as well. However, the meaning of the concept and the ways in which it can be taught and promoted are left to teachers to discover. During their formal education, English language teachers generally receive no, or only very little, information regarding the concept of critical thinking and its constitutive elements. Moreover, the opportunities to learn about them in professional development activities are rather scarce; hence, it is entirely up to teachers to reach a full understanding of the concept and find appropriate ways to instill the associated skills in their students. In order for teachers to discover whether their students have acquired those skills and whether any improvement is still needed, they would need to conduct assessments that would require their students to display abilities to perform tasks at different levels of cognitive capacity.
This paper aims to explore what cognitive processes, as parts of the cognitive domain of critical thinking, are required of seventh-and eighth-graders in Serbia for completing tasks in English language tests. More precisely, the aim is to determine whether teacher-made tests assessing students' knowledge of English as a foreign language contain tasks at the higher-order thinking level, which would imply students' ability to use the language independently and for communication purposes, which is the ultimate goal of foreign language teaching/learning. It needs to be stated very clearly that it is not the authors' intention to criticize the participant teachers' test-designing skills, but to shed light on the difficulty they are facing -a situation in which they are required to promote and thus monitor the development of their students' cognitive processing, yet are given no resources, tools, or guidance for how to do so.
Critical thinking and English language teaching and assessment
It is exceptionally hard to give a comprehensive and precise definition of critical thinking since it is composed of many skills and sub-skills, comprises different levels of complexity, and involves numerous personal traits. Critical thinking comprises the cognitive and the non-cognitive domain. The former is commonly defined by the evaluation of various intellectual products (ideas, beliefs, etc.) in order to determine their qualities, such as relevance, validity, groundness on evidence, etc. (Pešić, 2011, p. 7) . Authors such as Cohen, Salas and Riedel (2002) and Halpern (2003) add to this the metacognitive aspect of the cognitive domain, claiming it is equally important for an individual to evaluate the product as it is to evaluate the very process of thinking. More precisely, a person needs to be capable of monitoring his/her own thinking process in order to correct misconceptions, notice sources of potential conceptual mistakes, etc. These cognitive actions presuppose a number of cognitive processes, such as analysis, interpretation, drawing conclusions, and the like. Besides evaluation and metacognition as forms of critical thinking cognitive capacities, critical thinking encompasses a number of non-cognitive qualities. These include dispositions or habits of mind (Facione, 1990) , such as open-and fair-mindedness, inquisitiveness, flexibility, a desire to be well-informed, and the like (Lai, 2011) . Additionally, it is paramount for a critical thinker to possess a number of personal traits such as systematicity, perseverance, tolerance, activism, social responsibility, etc. (Mirkov & Stokanić, 2015, p. 26) . This paper deals only with the cognitive domain of critical thinking. More precisely, it examines various levels of complexity of cognitive processes required for completing the tasks included in English language tests.
Bloom and his associates (Bloom, Englehart, Furst, Hill, & Krathwohl, 1956 ) proposed a taxonomy of educational objectives related to cognitive, affective and psychomotor domains of development, specifying how students would be expected to be changed by the educative process (Bloom et al., 1956, p. 26) . By doing so, they attempted to facilitate communication and understanding of the outcomes among different individuals and institutions responsible for designing or achieving them. Speaking of the cognitive domain, Bloom et al. (1956) asserted that educational objectives and respective cognitive processes could be arranged into six hierarchically organized levels: (1) knowledge, (2) understanding, (3) application, (4) analysis, (5) synthesis, and (6) evaluation. The first level presupposes storing information and one's ability to retrieve it and serves as a basis for all other ends or purposes of education (Bloom et al., 1956, p. 33) . The subsequent levels are, thus, cumulative in that "the objectives in one class are likely to make use of and be built on the behaviors found in the preceding classes" (Bloom et al., 1956, p. 18) . Hence, the taxonomy explains the progression from simple to complex behaviors, from the concrete or tangible to the abstract or intangible (Bloom et al., 1956, p. 30) , from lower-order cognitive processes (knowledge, understanding, analysis) to higher-order cognitive processes (application, synthesis, evaluation). The former group does not presuppose complex mental processing, while the latter is considered to form one's capacity to think critically (Kennedy et al., 1991 , as cited in Lai, 2011 since students must perform several cognitive processes of different complexity to deal with a novel situation. The aim of our paper is to discover what cognitive processes are required from the seventh-and eighth-graders in our sample in order to complete the tasks in their English language tests, with an emphasis on higher-order processes, as they presuppose independent and creative language use, which is the overarching aim of foreign language learning.
Though there are certain discrepancies in their definitions of critical thinking, owing to its rather complex nature and contrasting approaches to it (e.g., philosophical, cognitivist), different authors agree that critical thinking yields benefits beyond academic success. It represents an exceptionally important life skill without which it is impossible to thrive in today's world. In that regard, critical thinking may be referred to as a global skill, but its application presupposes a thorough understanding of the domain in which it is to be applied (Cohen et al., 2002; Halpern, 2003) . In addition, this skill can be viewed within the confines of the classroom -as a content-dependent skill, which is dependent upon the type of reasoning typical of a specific discipline (Glaser, 1984; McPeck, 1981; Paul & Elder, 2008) . Cognitive processes do not evolve completely naturally, nor are they gained simply as one grows up; rather, they need to be taught carefully and practiced continually from an early age. In the school context, it is necessary for any subject teacher to foster development of cognitive processes (Paul & Elder, 2008, p. 88) and use various teaching and assessment techniques that stimulate them. If this approach is adopted, knowledge ceases to be memorized and ready only for regurgitation; its acquisition is gradual, as the student is engaged in a number of cognitive activities that help him/her first subsume the new material within the already existing knowledge base and finally use it in novel situations (Anderson et al., 2001) . Contemporary foreign language teaching is by nature dependent upon employing different cognitive processes. Namely, first one needs to remember different grammar rules, paradigms, and vocabulary items (level of knowledge) to be able to use them in very controlled situations (level of application) or to understand them when one hears them (level of understanding), before eventually progressing to finding the most adequate way of expressing oneself while choosing among different options (level of analysis), to finally using language in novel situations, which requires the synthesis of different types of linguistic knowledge and skills. The ultimate goal of foreign language learning is communication, i.e., independent, creative use of the language, corresponding to higher-order cognitive processes (e.g., levels of synthesis and/or evaluation). Beyond this, the foreign language classroom is a suitable context for the promotion of overall critical thinking capacity, as students learn the cultural norms of the people whose language they are studying and are thus taught to be tolerant, open-minded, culture-sensitive, etc., all of which are important non-cognitive qualities of critical thinking. In our paper, cognitive processes are explored as content-dependent since we are investigating their presence and use in learning English as a foreign language.
In Serbia, the planned outcomes of foreign language education both for the seventh and the eighth grade (Rulebook on the Curriculum for the Seventh Grade of Elementary School, 2018; Rulebook on the Curriculum for the Eighth Grade of Elementary School, 2018) clearly put forward such educational outcomes which presuppose different cognitive processes (e.g. comprehending, retelling, interpreting, describing, creating, expressing, etc.), the highest being the independent use of the foreign language for personal and creative purposes (e.g., taking part in communication while adhering to the sociocultural norms of the language, expressing one's own needs and interests) and dealing with novel situations, expressing and arguing one's point of view, etc. The planned outcomes for the two grades differ primarily in terms of the aspects of knowledge to be acquired, not so much in relation to students' ability to use the language for executing tasks at different levels of cognitive complexity. In other words, it is intended that students develop and utilize the same cognitive processes in the two grades using level-appropriate language.
In the English language classroom, as a content-dependent domain, it is important, and as previously seen, obligatory, to improve students' ability to operate with and use the knowledge of the foreign language at different levels of cognitive complexity. In alignment with the prevailing approach to language teaching nowadays -the communicative approach, the ultimate goal of foreign language learning is the independent use of the foreign language by a learner in real-life, unrehearsed situations (Brown, 2001, p. 43) . In the same vein, the general prescribed objectives for foreign language learning that all European countries need to comply with outline a general progression in foreign language learning from using the language in strictly controlled, familiar contexts (level of understanding or application), to using it in less familiar ones (level of application or analysis), and on to usage in totally new ones (level of synthesis or evaluation) (Council of Europe, 2002, p. 24) . This only indicates a tendency to gradually develop the skills of the students regarding what they can do with the gathered linguistic input. Thus, the teaching of cognitive processes in the domain of the foreign language classroom can be applied successfully to learning and/or improving language skills, such as reading (Wilson, 2016) and speaking (Rubin, 2017) since both require a gradual progression from controlled activities (at the application or analysis level) to free ones (synthesis or evaluation level). Moreover, even when acquiring language knowledge, such as vocabulary or grammar, a student can improve or build different cognitive capacities. For example, when practicing vocabulary, students may be given a text from which some words have been omitted and they may be asked to complete the text with their own words (application level) or with the words provided (level of understanding). Whenever students are faced with a language problem, i.e., a task to solve, they are prompted to use their domain-specific cognitive processes.
The combination of cognitive processing development and foreign language learning is beneficial for many reasons: it leads to the gradual acquisition of knowledge, which is more easily subsumed into the existing knowledge base; it is retained far longer than material learned through rote learning; it increases the general critical thinking capacity of students as they can transfer the critical thinking pattern to other domains; it can boost students' motivation as they are active participants and their opinions are valued; it provides better chances for the application of the acquired knowledge; it resembles real-life situations and thus equips students with those abilities and skills they will need in their everyday living.
In order to understand fully what each level represents and what foreign language activities may be done at each stage, the authors provide the following list of foreign language activities, which is a modification of a list proposed by Bobrowski (2006) : What is necessary to discover …?
Write an essay containing 250 to 500 words, describing and evaluating the foregoing poem. In your description you should employ such terms as will reveal your recognition of formal characteristics of the poem. Your principles of evaluation should be made clear / although they should not be deliberately described or defended. (Taken from Bloom et al., 1956: 198) Even though both Bloom et al. (1956) and Anderson et al. (2001) claim that the taxonomy can be applied both for setting teaching/learning and assessment goals, it is questionable how English language teachers around the world make use of it (Beaumont, 2010, p. 1) . However, drawing on the ideas of Dimitrijević (1999, p. 54, 122, 225-226) and Hughes (2003, p . 1) that we can test only what we taught and in the manner in which it was taught, it suffices to say that if we promote cognitive processing in our classroom, then we should correspondingly test it by giving students tasks that would require them to exhibit cognitive capabilities at different levels of complexity while solving language tasks. Unfortunately, literature regarding testing cognitive processes in the domain of the English language barely exists. One of the two directly relevant papers the authors came across is that by Fahim, Bagherkazemi, and Alemi (2010) , who found that those students who performed well on a Watson-Glaser Critical Thinking Appraisal measuring general CT skills performed better on EFL tests as well, which might imply that solving English language tasks involves using one's thinking capabilities. The second paper, written by Yanning (2017) , reports on positive correlations between the students' critical thinking and writing scores in the second language classroom.
Methodology

Context
The participants in this study were 14 English language teachers from both urban and rural primary schools in Serbia, aged 30-45 and with 2-23 years of teaching experience. The research was conducted in 2017 and it included contacting teachers of English and asking them to share with the third author some of their self-made tests for assessing their students' knowledge of the language. All teachers who consented to participation taught both seventh-and eighth-graders and shared one test for each grade. Moreover, the obtained tests were achievement tests measuring the quality of accumulated knowledge after a certain period of learning. By quality of knowledge, we mean the use of language information acquired for solving language tasks that require different kinds of manipulation of that information, i.e., different cognitive processes. The authors made use of teacher-made tests for this purpose since it is supposed they contain only that content which was previously covered in class (Dimitrijević, 1999, p. 68) .
The seventh and eighth grades were chosen with a clear purpose in mind, as these students had been learning English for at least 7 or 8 years and had probably achieved sufficient language proficiency to enable them to use the language for communicative purposes in a variety of situations.
Procedure
The received tests were analyzed in the following manner: having carefully studied the definitions, descriptions, and examples of the six levels of cognitive processing given by Bloom et al. (1956, p. 62-197) , as well as the recommendations put forward by Bloom et al. (1956, p. 45-59) regarding the classification of tasks, the authors then went about the meticulous task of assigning to every test task a corresponding level of Bloom's Taxonomy while carefully considering the instruction for the tasks and assuming, as previously stated, that the entire content of the test had been previously covered. Once a level was determined for each task, the authors compared their ratings. In cases where discrepancies emerged, the researchers analyzed those tasks again and compared them against the relevant descriptions and definitions. Once a consensus was reached with respect to each individual task, the authors counted the number of tasks at each of the levels of Bloom's Taxonomy in order to ascertain the number of tasks at each level included in the analyzed tests for a certain grade.
Results
Fourteen tests were analyzed for the seventh grade, comprising 60 tasks altogether. As presented in Table 2 , the prevailing levels at which these tasks operated were understanding (28 tasks), followed by knowledge (14 tasks), and application (14 tasks). Only a few tasks could be classified as demanding higher-order cognitive processes (3 -analysis and 1 -synthesis). Translate the following words into English; Match the words on the left with their synonyms on the right; Complete the sentences with an appropriate form of be going to; Order the given words to form a sentence.
Understanding 28
Read the text and answer the questions in full sentences; Complete the sentences with one of the following words; Complete the dialogue using someone, somewhere, something etc.
Application 14
Complete the sentences using the passive voice in an appropriate tense; Complete the following sentences with an appropriate past tense; Write sentences using the given words.
Analysis 3
Name 3 things that make you happy, three that stress you and three things parents should do to keep their children healthy. Indicate the word that does not belong to each group and explain why it does not belong. Indicate which of the following sentences are in the Present Simple. A closer look at individual teachers' tests (Table 3) reveals that there are teachers who completely excluded from their tests tasks at the first level (see tests 3, 8, 9, 11, and 14) . Rather, their tests contained only understanding and application tasks (see tests 3 and 11) or understanding and synthesis (see test 13). One test contained tasks at rather challenging levels of the Taxonomy (test 8), whereas test 14 contained only one task with the aim of assessing students' ability to apply knowledge, rather than simply recall it. The analyzed tests for eight-graders included 14 tests comprising 66 tasks altogether. The results given in Table 4 show that these tests were composed almost exclusively of tasks at the two lowest levels of the Taxonomy (25 tasks at the knowledge level and 29 at the level of understanding). Only four tasks belonged to the higher-order levels (3 -analysis and 1 -synthesis). Circle the correct form of the verb to be in each passive sentence. Complete the sentences with was/were +ing. Give examples of the following geographical items that are preceded by the.
Understanding 29
Order the sentences to form a dialogue. Paraphrase the sentences using the words in brackets. Match the words and their definitions.
Application 8
Complete the sentences with the Past Continuous or Past Simple tense.
Complete the sentences with a or the where necessary. If the article is not needed, put x. Make a question for each of the following sentences so that the bolded word is the answer.
Analysis 3
Are the following characteristics good or bad? Circle the word that does not belong to the group according to a certain criterion.
Read the text and the descriptions of people and decide which person is the best candidate for each position. The analysis of individual teachers' tests for eighth-graders (Table 5) shows that all but three teachers (tests 4, 13 and 14) employed elements at the knowledge level. Teachers mainly combined tasks which function at the first two levels. Only seven of them incorporated tasks functioning at the application level (see tests 1, 2, 4, 10, 11, 12 and 13) and when such elements were used, only one such task was present per test, with the exception of test 2 (containing two tasks at the level of application). This is in contrast to the practice these same teachers displayed in the tests for seventh-graders, in which it was not uncommon to find two or three application-level tasks in a single test (see Table  3 , tests 5, 8 and 11). 
Discussion
The findings are surprising in that the same teachers were found to have given more lower-order cognitive tasks to older students. In other words, far more tasks at the lowest level of Bloom's Taxonomy were given in the eighth grade than in the seventh grade. Moreover, a smaller number of application-level tasks were given to eighth-graders than to seventh-graders, whereas the numbers of understanding, analysis, and synthesis tasks were nearly identical. This is indicative of a general trend among the teachers to give eighth-graders tasks that simply require their recall of information. Such findings lead to the conclusion that the tasks given to eighth-graders for the purpose of assessing their knowledge of English are cognitively easier than those given to seventh-graders. The authors acknowledge that the knowledge of rules, definitions, and paradigms in a language is the basis for performing more complex thinking protocols, and they do agree with the claim of Bloom et al. (1956, p. 32-36 ) that there are a number of justifications for the teaching of knowledge, but they believe that such levels of cognitive processing should not be predominant either in language teaching or testing (as is the case with the analyzed tests) since it decreases students' communicative competence and deprives them of the opportunity to use language creatively. This is especially true in cases involving students who have been learning a language for a number of years and therefore would be expected to function as relatively autonomous language users.
Generally speaking, the findings are in accordance with what Bloom et al. (1956, p. 89) claimed to be a trend both in schools and at colleges -the emphasis on those intellectual abilities and skills that involve comprehension. However, since testing should be a reflection of the teaching process (Dimitrijević, 1999, p. 54, 122, 225-226; Heaton, 1990, p. 13; Hughes, 2003, p. 1) and the tasks the test is composed of should be those types of tasks that were practiced during the learning process (Dimitrijević, 1999, p. 122) , the findings are discouraging, as the participant teachers displayed an inclination to ask eighth-graders to simply regurgitate information (knowledge level) despite their cognitive and linguistic abilities being well beyond this level. Since the ultimate goal of language learning is communication, the transferability of the knowledge displayed by the students of the participant teachers on the actual tests analyzed is doubtful. Tasks at higher levels require language production, not mere recognition and/or remembering, but were quite scarce in the obtained sample. Again, if the test situation is reflective of the teaching process, then it appears obvious that eighth-graders had been primarily taught rules and definitions and had not been given many opportunities to apply or use knowledge for communication. On the other hand, seventh-graders seem to have been taught to more fully understand and apply knowledge rather than to simply recall isolated pieces. Moreover, an analysis of the individual tests (Tables 3 and 5) shows that some of the tests for seventh-graders at times contained not a single task on the first level of thinking, whereas several tests for eighth-graders were composed predominantly of tasks at the lowest levels (Table 5, tests 3, 8, 9) .
The findings indicate that the prevailing testing approach among the participants is the structuralist approach (Heaton, 1990, p. 15) , which is indicative of a somewhat traditional teaching style. However, an important element must be taken into consideration here -courses in foreign language assessment at English language departments in Serbia have only recently been introduced; hence, the participant teachers may not have received any formal education regarding test construction. That said, we must not jump to the conclusion that their teaching is reflected in their tests, as should be the case, since they may not be aware of this priority. Moreover, the participant teachers were probably not acquainted with the notion of critical thinking or cognitive processes during their formal education and likely have encountered only few occasions when they could have received some information about it during their professional development, 2 so they must not be criticized for not including tasks at different levels of cognitive complexity in their tests. In this light, they should certainly be held more accountable for assessing their students' knowledge of rules and definitions than for assessing these students' free and creative use of the language, despite their students having studied English for at least 7 years (since the first grade of elementary school). A justification for such a decision may lie in the fact that the types of tasks the teachers appear to use in their tests are objective and easy to score, whereas the tasks requiring knowledge production (typically those operating at the higher levels of Bloom's Taxonomy) may imply subjectivity on the part of the teacher in grading, something which they may be seeking to avoid.
Conclusions and implications
On the one hand, the results of this research are encouraging. Namely, in contrast to the observation made by Glušac and Pilipović (2017) that a growing number of English language teachers tend to use the tests that come along with the course book they are using, the teachers contacted by the authors who chose to cooperate and share their tests for the sake of the study designed the tests themselves in attempting to assess their students' knowledge. On the other hand, an analysis of the levels of cognitive processing required in these tests revealed that the complexity of tasks did not increase with age, but rather decreased. If such a finding reflects the manner of teaching, then the results are rather unsettling. If the findings reflect the participant teachers' lack of knowledge of critical thinking in general or cognitive processes and how they can be tested, then they should be provided with opportunities to gain insight into these elements immediately, as success in both their further education and the job market their students will soon encounter has largely depended on one's thinking abilities for quite some time now.
On the other hand, it may be unreasonable to make judgments regarding the levels of cognitive processing involved based on isolated tests these teachers decided to share with us, which had been developed for particular grades, since these teachers may be using a battery of tests containing a range of tasks that assess different levels of thinking. However, when examining the collected sample of tests, it appears obvious that there is an inclination among participant teachers towards utilizing a more or less similar approach to testing -that which focuses mainly on language elements and lower-order cognitive processes. Such testing is probably the result of the structuralist approach to teaching, a finding which the authors did not intend to discover, but which is a valuable revelation nonetheless. Among others, Heaton (1990, p. 10 ) warns against such focus-onform practice as it can "indeed have a harmful effect on the communicative teaching of the language. " Moreover, as the participants are likely lacking a formal education in test design, they may be designing tests that do not really reflect their teaching practice. In other words, they may be employing an approach that is not structuralist, yet relying on that approach in testing. Should this assumption be proven correct, that would mean that they are violating one of the fundamental principles of testing -to assess in a manner that reflects the way the students were taught. Anderson et al. (2001, p. 254) warn against instructional and assessment activities not being aligned, since it decreases the instructional validity of the assessment and the likelihood of students' good performance on external tests.
Furthermore, the research presented may contain a number of additional limitations, such as the different determinations of levels of cognitive complexity by different researchers, possible failure in not placing the analyzed tests in a relevant educational context, or the issue of not having obtained information regarding the origin of the tests analyzed (whether the contacted teachers designed or borrowed them), all of which might significantly impact the reading of the findings. 
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